Children of the Town

Moslem names. But it is not as Moslems that we look upon them.
They are street Arabs, that is all. Their heads are closely cropped,
as in the workhouse in Oliver Twist, and for the same reason; fore-
heads abnormally low; faces almond shaped; and eyes so big that
they are the chief feature in the face. Look again at the drawing and
see if it is not the same; whether starvation is not eternal in its
effects and can invent nothing new. The eyes, of course, here in
Northern Africa are as dark as sloes; and it is dreadful, when one
child carries another of nearly its own size and weight, to see the
flies crawling in the corners of the baby's eyes. The flies are there
on sufferance. The child is used to them. It is too late, indeed, to
drive them off; but their corruption is, in symbolism, an allegory
of death. It is like the corner of a painting of dead men in their
coffins. Add to which that all the children, big and small, have
running noses, such being as decidedly in sign of them as crest or
cockscomb. Their nostrils and upper lips are always sore and
smarting with the mucus. Notice, also, the abnormal thinness of
their wrists, and how they have no width of shoulder, but only, as
it were, an enlargement of the neck into the body, like the parch-
ment neck and shoulders of an unwrapped mummy. Out of this
misery comes the treble voice of a young child, in a beggar's
whine, but it is a bird's voice or the voice of a little animal, and is
scarcely human. Yet, as other children, they spend the day at play.
Two of them are spinning a top: others, with a pointed Itick,
draw designs in the dust: or play a game with strings or marbles. We
are to imagine that such games were played in the workhouse. They
had, at least, the human comfort of the slums; the winter warmth
of dark passages and doorways, the food stalls, the yellow orbit of
the gaslamp. Warm airs of cooking came up through the gratings
in the pavement. Even if you starved, you starved in company.
Instead, everything is modern here. It is as though you were
living in a wrecked aeroplane, one that has come down into a
burning desert, which is icily cold at night, and this metal wreck-
age is thq. only shelter that is near to hand. In the same manner
that sailors shipwrecked upon an island make huts for themselves
from the ship's timbers, so this modernity, fallen from the skies,
serves for a habitation. In these brand-new ruins, where you can
still read the names upon the tins, live the same barbarians who
dwelt, once, among marble columns, by fallen capitals, in ruins
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